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The Gaïac or Lignum Vitae (Guaiacum officinale) is native to the Caribbean. It is a slow-growing tree 
that was once common in the region but is now endangered due to centuries of overharvesting 
for its wood, the hardest in the world. Much of the wood was exported for shipbuilding and other 
purposes. Locally, it was historically used for mortars, like those made for pounding arrowroot. 
The sap or resin of the tree was also thought to have medicinal properties–for this reason the 
Gaïac has been called the Tree of Life.

THE TREE OF LIFE
Our endangered native treasure



The Gaïac has beautiful blue flowers. When it is in 
bloom, the whole tree explodes into blue.

Gaïac flowers are an important source of nectar for 
butterflies and other insects.

The Gaïac tree has a dense crown, and it is one of 
the few trees that manages to stay green during dry 
periods and droughts.

The trees are capable of growing over 12 
meters tall, and some reports indicate they 
can live for up to 1,000 years. However, Gaïac 
is often thought of as a small species because 
so few large, old trees remain.

The Gaïac has beautiful blue flowers and 
colorful orange fruit and seeds encased in a 
bright red covering. Its branches are typically 
twisted and forked, creating a dense crown. 
Like other native trees, it provides shelter 
and food for a variety of local animals, from 
insects to birds. By planting this tree, we 
create habitat for native animals even in our 
own backyards, and help restore this heritage 
tree for future generations.



The caterpillar of a moth called the Bewitching 
Melipotis likes to eat Gaïac leaves. It avoids being 
eaten by birds or lizards by hiding under the loose 
bark of the tree.

Gaïac seeds sprout into seedlings quickly, but the trees 
grow very slowly. It can take several hundred years 
for these trees to achieve their full size.

Beneath the bright orange coating, Gaïac seeds are 
black and hard. They evolved to survive the trip 
through the digestive system of birds.

The Gaïac fruit is bright orange. It opens up to reveal 
the seed, covered in a bright red coating. A mature 
tree can produce tens of thousands of fruit and seeds 
in a year.



Gaïac illustration by Étienne 
Denisse, 1846.



St. Martin is home to a unique group of plants and animals. There’s no place quite like it 
anywhere else in the world. It is also the most densely populated island in the Caribbean.  
All our unique nature has to share this small island with lots of people. The wild spaces that  
we still have are very important.

PLANTS TO THE RESCUE
Restoring habitat on St. Martin



Hurricanes can cause massive damage to trees and 
plants. Although native species are adapted to recover, 
it can be harder when habitats are already damaged 
by human activity.

Healthy habitats, like the tropical dry forest found on 
many hills, are crucial to local wildlife. As coastlines 
and lowlands fill up with buildings, diverse hillside 
habitats are more important than ever.

Hurricane Irma taught us that both people 
and nature are at risk on St. Martin. To 
recover, we need to rebuild. We also need to 
make sure our wild spaces are healthy. They 
protect us from flooding and landslides. They 
keep our beaches and shores from washing 
into the sea. They keep our island beautiful.

Native trees and plants are the key to healthy 
habitats. They are adapted to our climate, and 
they are good at surviving big storms. They 
provide food and shelter for native animals. 
Some have specific roles: mangroves protect 
coastlines and help keep our seas clean.

At Amuseum Naturalis, we are growing 
native trees and plants for wild spaces, and 
also backyards and neighborhoods. Native 
plants are a better choice than exotic species 
or imported plants that may come with 
unwanted pests. Landscaping with local 
species is the perfect way to help local birds 
and other native wildlife.

Making nature strong makes St. Martin 
strong. The deep roots of native plants are the 
foundation of our future.



Environmental Protection in the Caribbean and 
the St. Maarten Nature Foundation planted 300 
mangrove trees on Little Key in the Simpson Bay 
Lagoon. Mangroves provide habitat for many animals 
and protect young fish before they head out to sea.

Mangrove trees have died around many of St. 
Martin’s ponds. Multiple factors may be to blame: 
drought, pollution and invasive Green Iguanas. 
Replanting mangroves is a key part of restoring 
wetlands.

In recent years, unusually dry weather and drought 
have been common on St. Martin. Climate models 
predict a drier future for the island. Luckily, many 
native trees can survive droughts.

Native trees like the endangered Lignum Vitae are 
good at surviving storms and droughts. They are a 
crucial resource for native animals during hard times.





St. Martin is a tropical paradise. It’s warm and sunny all year, with beautiful blue seas and cool 
flowing breezes. But paradise is more complicated than it looks for plants and trees. The ones that 
live here all have special traits that help them survive.

MADE FOR ISLAND LIFE
Survival superpowers of native plants

Rat Apple illustration by 
Nikolaus Joseph Jacquin.



The Sea Grape (Coccoloba uvifera) is extremely good 
at beach living. It sends out a deep network of roots 
that holds the tree in the sand and also helps keep the 
sand on the beach. It is loved for the shade it provides 
and the plentiful fruit female trees produce. Male 
Sea Grape trees don’t bear fruit, but are needed to 
pollinate the flowers of the female trees.

Even though it doesn’t get cold on St. Martin, 
there are different seasons here. In general, 
the fall is a wet season and the spring is a dry 
season. The dry season pushes plants to their 
limit. Many lose their leaves to save water. 
Cacti don’t have leaves at all. Other plants 
hold water in their trunk or send deep roots 
to find hidden water underground.

The sea and wind can also make life hard for 
plants. Plants that can live near the coast 
are ones that can handle salt water or salty 
sea spray. They can also hold their ground in 
sandy soil. These special plants get the beach 
all to themselves, and they protect the island 
from washing away into the sea.

Plants on St. Martin also need to survive 
extreme storms. Palm trees are amazingly 
flexible in strong winds. Other trees lose their 
smaller branches in a hurricane, but leave 
their trunk rooted in the ground so they can 
recover.

On St. Martin, every native plant has adapted 
to survive drought under the burning tropical 
sun and the devastation of immense storms. 
Their adaptations keep St. Martin green.



The Gumbo-Limbo (Bursera simaruba) is also known 
as the Tourist Tree because it has red, peeling bark 
that looks like a bad sunburn. This tree is very good at 
surviving hurricanes. All the smaller branches break 
off, leaving the trunk intact. The fallen branches can 
even grow into new trees if they land in suitable soil. 
(Illustration by Jean Théodore Descourtilz, 1822)

The Red Mangrove (Rhizophora mangle) is one 
of the most amazing trees on earth. It lives on the 
edge of land and water, on coastlines and around 
ponds. Unlike most plants, it can live with its roots 
submerged in salt water. These roots trap nutrients 
before they flow out to sea, protecting coral reefs. Red 
Mangroves also absorb the energy of waves and storm 
surge, preventing erosion. Countless birds, fish, crabs 
and other animals depend on this tree and the habitat 
it creates. (Illustration by F. Legendre, 1834)



The Jamaican Caper (Quadrella cynophallophora) 
can handle sun, drought and even some salty wind. It 
uses these talents to live in coastal and dry scrub areas 
throughout the Caribbean. It usually has a tall, thin 
shape. Having branches and leaves clustered closely 
together helps it save water. It’s one of the few trees 
that usually stays green even in the driest times. Its 
leaves are food for butterflies like the Florida White 
and Great Southern White. (Illustration by Jean 
Théodore Descourtilz, 1827)

The Calabash tree (Crescentia cujete) is known for 
its fruit, which has a hard shell that is used for cups, 
bowls and water jugs. It shares its name with the 
calabash gourd grown in Africa. The two plants are 
not related, but their dry fruit is used in the same 
way. Calabash trees grow a few long whip-like 
branches instead of forking into smaller branches and 
twigs. Leaves, flowers and fruit grow directly off these 
main branches. These trees seem to survive hurricanes 
well, perhaps because the wind can pass right through 
their open crowns. (Illustration by Dorothy Hall 
Horsfall, 1835)



The Rat Apple (Morisonia americana) is a small tree 
that is common in coastal scrub areas of St. Martin. 
It is a host plant for the caterpillar of the Great 
Southern White, a white and yellow butterfly that 
is very common on the island. The Rat Apple gets its 
name from its fruit. Fuzzy, round and very hard, they 
are white on the inside. Although they are apparently 
edible, the fruit are undesireable: an “apple” that only 
a rat would eat.

The Bread ‘n Cheese bush (Pithecellobium unguis-
cati) often grows in sandy or rocky areas where larger 
trees can’t grow. To help it grow in poor soil, bacteria 
in its roots take nitrogen from the air and change it 
to a form the plant can use. Bread ‘n Cheese is also 
called Cat’s Claw because it’s covered in thorns. 
Plants growing in these dry and difficult places 
often have thorns to protect their precious leaves. 
Caterpillars of a tiny butterfly called the Cassius Blue 
eat the leaves of this bush. In some places, its bark is 
used to treat fever and its seeds are used in crafts.



The Jumping Prickly Pear (Opuntia triacantha) is 
a little cactus that is great at living where few other 
plants can survive. You can find it on stone walls and 
windswept seaside cliffs. But it doesn’t grow very 
fast. In areas with good soil and water, it will quickly 
be overgrown by grass and other plants. Although it 
makes flowers and fruit, this cactus is mostly spread 
by animals. The spines hook into a passing animal 
and a segment of the stem breaks off. If the cactus is 
lucky, the segment falls off the animal in a good spot 
and it grows into a new plant. (Illustration by Mary 
Emily Eaton, 1913)

The Doodle Doo cactus (Pilosocereus royenii) grows 
to the size of a tree, even in the driest parts of St. 
Martin. It’s only found from Puerto Rico through 
the Lesser Antilles, and it’s well adapted to life here. 
Its roots spread wide and shallow, ready to collect 
water from even a light rain. Its body holds water 
and converts sunlight to food, so it doesn’t need 
leaves. It makes flowers and fruit throughout the year, 
providing food to insects and birds even in dry times 
when other food is scarce.



The West Indian Cherry (Malpighia emarginata) 
is often simply called Cherry. This delicious fruit 
is loved by many on St. Martin.  It is very high in 
vitamin C, and varies from sweet to a bit sour. It can 
be eaten raw, but it’s often made into juice or jam. 
Many of these trees are found around The Old House 
in French Quarter and down towards the Orient Bay 
salt pond and Galion Beach. This is an area where 
many people came to pick cherries in years gone by. 
(Illustration by A. Stahl, 1888)

Waterleaf (Talinum fruticosum) is a native plant 
that has a special way to conserve water. All plants 
use sunlight to convert water and carbon dioxide 
into sugar. Waterleaf is one of about 3% of plants 
that does this in a special way that requires much less 
water. This gives it a big advantage in a dry place like 
St. Martin. Waterleaf is eaten in many places, but 
should be cooked to break down toxins. (Illustration 
by A. Stahl, 1888)



Also known as the Wild Banyan, the Shortleaf Fig 
tree (Ficus citrifolia) usually starts its life atop 
another tree. As it grows, it drops roots to the ground 
and strangles the tree it is growing on. Although 
it takes the life of its host tree, it gives life to many 
animals. Each species of fig is pollinated by just one 
species of wasp. To make sure its wasp survives, the 
fig must produce fruit throughout the year. Many 
animals—like bats, birds and insects—depend on figs 
at times of year when no other fruits are available.

Many of the trees that grow in the dry parts of St. 
Martin have very hard wood. The Black Loblolly 
(Pisonia subcordata) is just the opposite. It has a very 
thick trunk made of soft wood. Soft wood can hold 
more water, so the trunk of this tree is like a built-in 
water tank that can keep the tree alive during dry 
times. Its wood is too soft to use in construction, but 
because of its light weight, it was traditionally used 
to make floats for fishing nets.



This book was developed as a companion to Amuseum 
Naturalis, St. Martin’s free museum of nature, heritage 
and culture. The Amuseum, and this book, were 
created by Les Fruits de Mer. 

Les Fruits de Mer is a non-profit association based in 
St. Martin whose core mission is to raise awareness 
about nature, culture, and heritage. The organization 
carries out this mission through a free museum, 
publications, films, and public events. Learn more at 
lesfruitsdemer.com and amuseumnaturalis.com.


